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   The Smartest Kinds in the World and how they got that way, Amanda Ripley (2014)
  
 The real mystery of education was why some kids 
learn so much and others very little. I’d rather not give advice, 
preferring to relate other people’s stories and let you form 
your own conclusions. The dips and turns of data can be ex-
plained in part by the usual narratives of money, race, or eth-
nicity. But something larger is going on.  I spent a year travel-
ing around the world on a field trip to the smart-kid countries 
to see these kids for myself. What were they doing at 10:00 on 
a Tuesday morning? What did their parents say to them when 
they got home? Were they happy? In their stories, I found life 
that was missing from the policy briefings. 
 The head of Manpower, a staffing and recruiting firm 
with offices in 82 countries, said one of the hardest jobs to fill 
anywhere is the sales job. To succeed today, salespeople have 
to understand the increasingly sophisticated and customizable 
products they are selling almost as well as the engineers who 
work on them. I was most interested in which countries pre-
pared students to think, learn, and thrive in the modern econ-
omy. PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) 
was designed with this purpose in mind.  PISA measures 
thinking and communication skills that people need to thrive 
in the modern world. It reveals which countries are teaching 
kids to think for themselves. The US consistently rings up 
mediocre performance. US teenagers do better in reading than 
math, but math skills tend to better predict future earnings. 
 The share of immigrant children explained only 3% 
of variance between countries. Private school did not add 
much value. Spending on education did not make kids smarter. 
Everything depended on what teachers, parents, and students 
did. Excellence depended on execution, the hardest thing to 
get right. US kids did not have a monopoly on creativity. 
Change, it turned out, could come within a single generation.  
Without data, you are just another person with an opinion. 
PISA demanded fluency in problem solving and the ability to 
communicate. Economists have found a strong correlation 
between PISA scores and a nation’s long-term economic 
growth. PISA scores are a better predictor of who will go to 
college than report cards. It wasn’t measuring memorization; it 
was measuring aspiration. The exam and the 1000 pages of 
analysis with the PISA results sketched out a kind of treasure 
map of the world. The most successful or improving countries 
seemed to fit into 3 categories: the utopia model of Finland, a 
system built on trust in which kids achieved higher-order 
thinking without excessive competition or parental meddling; 
the pressure-cooker model of  South Korea, where kids stud-
ied so compulsively that the government had to institute a 
study curfew; and the metamorphosis model of Poland, a  
 

country on the ascent, with similar poverty to the US, but re-
cent and dramatic gains in what kids knew. Once you start 
locating the source of your problems outside your own con-
trol, it is hard to stop, even when the narrative is wrong.  
I decided to focus on developed democracies, countries where 
changes could not be made by fiat. Kids have a really good 
detector about what adults take seriously and what counts. If 
they see that it doesn’t count, then they’re not going to do the 
hard work. I used Kim from Oklahoma, Tom from Minnesota, 
and Eric from Pennsylvania who were AFS (American For-
eign Exchange Students) to Finland, Poland, and Korea, re-
spectively, to provide insider student perspectives of their ed-
ucation systems as compared to their US experience. 
 Kim was from Sallisaw, Oklahoma, made famous by 
The Grapes of Wrath, from whence the Joads family fled the 
Dust Bowl during the Great Depression. Oklahoma colleges 
tested the basic skills of Sallisaw graduates and found them 
wanting. More than half these students were promptly placed 
into remedial classes. Half of their Oklahoma University stu-
dents failed to graduate within 6 years. The fact that those kids 
had spent four years in his school preparing to get to college 
did not seem relevant to the High School principal. American 
tests were not high stakes for students. In fact, the stakes 
couldn’t have been much lower, especially for standardized 
tests. The consequences, if any, were mostly to the adults who 
worked in the schools. The problem was a failure of imagina-
tion. Most parents just wanted their kids to get through high 
school. 
 The Korean Minister of Education, Lee, said, “You 
Americans see a bright side of the Korean education system, 
but Koreans are not happy with it.” The vast majority of its 
citizens were illiterate as recently as the 1950s. After WWII 
Korea became a talent power. The country had no natural re-
sources, so it cultivated its people instead, turning education 
into currency. Without this education obsession, Korea could 
not have become the economic powerhouse that it is. Educa-
tion acted like an antipoverty vaccine, rendering family back-
ground less and less relevant to kids’ life chances over time. It 
was an extreme meritocracy for children that hardened into a 
cast system for adults. Korea’s sky-high PISA scores were 
mostly a function of students’ tireless efforts, not the country’s 
schools. Kids and their families drove the results. Motivation 
explained Korea’s PISA scores more than curriculum. 
 Countries could change. Rigor mattered. The educa-
tion superpowers assumed that performance was mostly a 
product of hard work. This attitude meant that all kids tried 
harder and that was more valuable to a country than gold or 
oil. Korean schools existed only for the purpose that children 
could master complex academic material. But families and 
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kids sometimes lost sight of the purpose of learning and fixat-
ed obsessively on rankings and scores. The real innovation in 
Korea was not in the public schools, but in their shadow edu-
cation system—the multimillion-dollar after school tutoring 
complex that Lee was trying to undermine. 
 Math is a language of logic, a disciplined, organized 
way of thinking. There is a right answer; there are rules that 
must be followed. More than any other subject, math is rigor 
distilled. Mastering the language of logic helps to embed 
higher-order habits in kids’ minds: the ability to reason, to 
detect patterns and to make informed guesses. Those kinds of 
skills have rising value in a world in which information was 
cheap and messy. 
 The data revealed a startling math deficiency in the 
US. Like a lack of nutrition, it started when children were 
small and took a cumulative toll. Studies showed that Ameri-
can third graders were being asked easier math questions that 
required simpler responses. By the time our kids graduated 
from high school, less than half were prepared for freshman-
year college math. In America, Tom had used calculators. In 
his Polish math class, calculators were banned. The kids were 
doing a lot of the math in their minds. They had learned tricks 
that had become automatic, so their brains were freed up to do 
the harder work. It was the difference between being fluent in 
a language or not. The teacher announced test scores in front 
of the class, so everyone could hear. Like Eric in Korea, he 
couldn’t imagine such a public reckoning in his American 
classroom. Kids in Poland were used to failing. The logic 
made sense. If the work was hard, routine failure was the only 
way to learn. Failure in American schools was demoralizing 
and to be avoided at all costs. He didn’t know how central 
math was to philosophy and music, that math could be cosmi-
cally beautiful, and it was something he could master with 
hard work, time and persistence. 
 Minnesota officials agreed on a single set of clear, 
targeted standards. With that, the state overcame the most 
glaring problem with America’s fragmented system. Teachers 
nationwide have been buffeted by clashing guidance about 
what to teach, contending with state and local district stand-
ards which often conflict with one another. Caught in a web of 
mandates, they had to choose which to ignore and which to 
obey. Americans are taught with textbooks written to appease 
thousands of districts and many states all at once. They tend to 
be far too long, covering and repeating too many topics in too 
little depth. Internationally, the average eighth grade math test 
was 225 pages compared to the US average of 800. America’s 
tradition of local control was a nightmare for teachers. One 
result was American students learning about fractions every 
year, from first to eighth grade, while their peers in smarter 

countries covered fractions in grades 3-6. Minnesota’s new 
standards covered fewer topics in more depth. 
 45 states have adopted new, more rigorous standards 
as to what kids should know in math and reading in what is 
known as the Common Core, modeled after standards in the 
education superpowers. 4 out of 10 American fourth graders 
said their math work was too easy. By eighth grade 7 out of 10 
schools did not even offer algebra courses with content stand-
ard in most other countries. Compared to them, the typical 
eighth grade math class in the US featured sixth grade content; 
by the same measure the highest-performing counties taught 
eighth graders ninth grade math. 
 In middle school, Kim and Tom had both decided 
that math was something you were either good at, or you 
weren’t, and they weren’t. Notably, that was not the kind of 
thing that most Americans said about reading. If you weren’t 
good at reading, you could, most people assumed, get better 
through hard work and good teaching. American adults didn’t 
like math or think it was critical to kids’ life chances. It was as 
though math was optional, like drawing. But all decent jobs 
require some math and science fluency. Early childhood pro-
grams in America pushed reading, arts and crafts, and behav-
ior. Yet playing with numbers was still considered taboo, a 
subject best left to the later years and to chance. The problem 
with chance was that math is a hierarchy. If kids miss one rung 
on the scaffolding, they will strain and slip and probably never 
get a foothold on the next rung. 
 Teachers in all countries had jobs protected by pow-
erful unions and could not easily be dismissed.  All of Fin-
land’s teacher-training colleges had high standards, about as 
selective as Georgetown or UC Berkeley. In the US anyone 
can try teaching and since the education majors are not the 
smartest kids in college, their profession gets little respect. 
Getting into a 6 year Finnish teacher-training program is as 
prestigious as getting into medical school in the US. Their 
unions advertise that a Finnish teacher has received the highest 
level of education in the world. In many countries teachers 
must attain ever more training and education, but without 
much regard for its quality. The typical  Finnish teacher began 
the teacher-training program in her fourth year. She had teach-
er mentors who she watched. Then they and fellow student 
teachers watched her teach with feedback in much the way 
medical residents are critiqued in teaching hospitals. Lesson 
designs integrated material from all student subjects, including 
history and art.  
 Bethel was one of several coaches that taught Kim 
high school math in a hybrid job that would be considered 
bizarre in Finland. In many countries sports lay beyond the 
central mission of schools. Oklahoma, like most states, edu-
cated far more teachers than it needed. At most US colleges 
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education is known as one of the easiest majors. Bethel’s uni-
versity’s typical ACT score is lower than the national average 
for ACTs, typical for many teacher-training programs. The US 
produces nearly 2 ½ times the number of teachers needed each 
year, even more so for elementary school teachers. The com-
bination of low standards and high supply plagues education 
systems around the world, dumbing down the entire profes-
sion.  
 Finland’s landscape used to be similarly littered with 
small teaching colleges of varying quality. The first phase of 
reforms in Finland were top-down, accountability-based 
measures, their own No-Child-Left-Behind moment. Then the 
Finns rebooted their teacher-training colleges, forcing them to 
become much more selective and rigorous. The government 
shuttered the smaller schools and moved teacher preparation 
into the more respected universities. The Finns were desperate 
to modernize and their leaders agreed that education was the 
only thing that could save their country from being left behind. 
They decided that the only way to get serious about education 
was to select highly educated teachers and train them rigorous-
ly. So that’s what they did, a radically obvious strategy that 
few countries have attempted. With the new, higher standards 
and more rigorous teacher training in place, accountability 
mandates became unnecessary and  a burden, preventing 
teachers and schools from reaching a higher level of excel-
lence. The government abolished school inspections and con-
ducted standardized testing of targeted samples of students to 
make sure schools were performing. But there was no need to 
test all students, year after year.  
 In Rhode Island higher standards were seen not as an 
investment in students, but as a threat to teachers. At some US 
colleges students have to meet higher academic standards to 
play football than to become teachers. Bethel didn’t have to 
major in math to become a high-school math teacher, so he 
didn’t. A quarter of teachers graduating from his college hated 
math and showed no interest in improving. The lesson from 
Finland had a linear elegance: If we wanted to get serious 
about education, we needed to start at the beginning. Educa-
tion colleges should be very selective and rigorous. For all the 
praise that American educators had for Finland, they did not 
insist on this first step.  
 Another big difference was the freedom given to 
Finnish teenagers; they were treated more like adults, with no 
parent-teacher conferences. The real mystery was not why 
Finnish kids cared so much about school, but why Kim’s Ok-
lahoma classmates did not. American didn’t study much be-
cause they didn’t have to. Kim’s high school was like elemen-
tary school in Finland, with classroom activities like poster-
making. Expectations were lower and so were the conse-
quences. Finnish kids had more free time than American kids 

because they did less homework and were less likely to play 
sports or hold down jobs.  
 Most Korean parents saw themselves as coaches, 
while American parents acted more like cheerleaders. Asian 
parents taught their children to add before they could read, 
often systematically with workbooks. In Korea and Finland 
everyone saw getting an education as a serious quest, more 
important than sports or self-esteem. They thought learning 
was so important that only the most educated, high achieving 
citizens could be allowed to do the teaching. Public respect for 
learning led to great teaching. All over the world, parents who 
discussed movies, books, and current affairs with their kids 
had teenagers who performed better in reading. Parents who 
engaged their kids in conversation about things larger than 
themselves were teaching them to become thinking adults.  
In the US, students whose parents read to them regularly in 
their early elementary years performed almost a year and a 
half ahead of those who did not. Volunteering in children’s 
schools and attending school events had little effect on how 
much kids learned. If parents simply read for pleasure at home 
on their own, their children were more likely to enjoy reading, 
too. Kids could see what parents valued, and it mattered more 
than what parents said. Praise that was vague or excessive 
tended to discourage kids from working hard and trying new 
things. It had a toxic effect. To work, praise had to be specific, 
authentic, and rare. 
 Autonomy was another symptom of rigor. Teachers 
and principals had enough leeway to do their jobs like true 
professionals. They were accountable for results, but autono-
mous in their methods. Teenagers had the freedom to fail 
when they were still young enough to learn how to recover. 
The US culture believed these kids deserved a chance to fail 
later, not now, in a perverse sort of compassion designed for a 
different century. We should be more concerned with a stu-
dent’s ability to get a job than about their ability to walk 
across the stage with their buddies. Finnish teenagers were 
expected to manage their own time, and they usually did.  US 
parents gave children less freedom than parents abroad.  
 The education superpowers had a consensus around 
rigor. These countries had experienced national failure in re-
cent memory; they knew what an existential crisis felt like. In 
many US schools, however, the priorities were muddled be-
yond recognition. Sports instilled leadership and persistence in 
one group of kids, while draining focus and resources from 
academics for everyone. Wealth made rigor unnecessary in the 
US. Kids didn’t need to master complex material to succeed in 
life—not until recently, anyway. The primacy of sports sent a 
message that what mattered had little to do with what hap-
pened in the classroom. The best predictor of academic per-
formance was not the children’s IQ scores, but their self-
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discipline. Character is malleable, more malleable than IQ. 
Between countries, differences in diligence mattered and were 
the single best predictor of how countries performed on the 
actual substantive portion of the test. Thoroughness (in an-
swering all the questions) was more predictive of countries’ 
scores than socioeconomic status or class size or any other 
factor studied. Even in the US, where tests have historically 
lacked rigor and purpose, minority students’ reading and math 
scores have gone up during the era of widespread standardized 
test. Tests helped schools see what they were doing right and 
wrong, and who needed more help.  
 Polish reforms forced all kids to stay together in the 
same academic environment for an extra full year, through the 
equivalent of freshman year in high school. Instead of getting 
streamed into either vocational or academic programs around 
age fifteen, a practice known as tracking, students would go to 
the same junior high schools together until age 16. Poland 
extracted more accountability for results by rewarding schools 
with more autonomy for methods. The US has cranked up the 
pressure on schools but done little else to inject rigor into the 
system, delay the tracking of students, or grant autonomy to 
the best teachers.  
 One reform mattered most to Poland: the delay in 
tracking. Although tracking makes sense, second tracks almost 
always came with second-rate expectations. Tracking tended 
to diminish learning and boost inequality wherever it was 
tried. There seemed to be a kind of ghetto effect: Once kids 
were labeled and segregated into the lower track, their learn-
ing slowed down. Tracking in elementary school was a 
uniquely American policy in the form of magnet school, hon-
ors classes, AP courses, or International Baccalaureate pro-
grams. Many countries were slowly delaying tracking. When 
they did so, all kids tended to do better. In Finland, as soon as 
young kids showed signs of slipping, teachers descended upon 
them like a pit crew, before they fell further behind.  About a 
third of kids got special help during their first 9 years of 
school. Only 2% repeated a grade in primary school (vs 11% 
in the US, which is about average for the developed world). In 
Finland and all the top countries, spending on education was 
tied to need, with the poorest students getting more teachers 
per student. 
 In the US the tracks that had begun sorting kids in 
elementary school ran on and on into adulthood. Without dra-
matic changes in the way the country operated, the paths 
would not converge. Employers and the military have found 
that they can’t trust a high-school diploma; graduates from 
different high schools know wildly different things, even from 
the same school system. 
 Everywhere, in every country, people complained 
about their education system. Politics, history, and fear mat-

tered more than policy. Countries with the best education out-
comes all had standardized testing at the end of high school. 
They helped inject drive into education systems and create a 
bright finish line for kids and schools to work toward. Tests 
were controversial all over the world. Finland’s exam 
stretched out over three grueling weeks and lasted about 50 
hours. Students had to be able to structure a long-form essay, 
communicate complex ideas, and use proper spelling and 
grammar.  
 The teachers in the US are way more friendly. Fin-
land, Korea, and Poland were all homogeneous places with 
few immigrants or racial minorities. Teenagers aspirations at 
age 15 could predict their futures. White American teens per-
formed worse than all students in a dozen other countries, in-
cluding all kids in Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, which 
had higher ratios of immigrant kids.  
 Autonomy mattered as much to teachers as cash. 
Happy teachers everywhere cite their principal as the primary 
reason. Kids fed off each other, a dynamic that could work for 
good and for ill. Left to their own devices, parents tended to 
self-segregate. A common Finnish teacher attitude was, “I 
don’t want to have too much empathy for them, because I 
have to teach,” acutely aware of the effect that expectations 
could have on his teaching. Empathy for kids’ home lives 
could strip the rigor from his classroom. The US government 
was trying to highlight injustice in order to fix it. I wonder 
how much that raised consciousness suppressed expectations 
along the way. The diversity narrative in the US –the one that 
blamed our mediocrity on kids’ backgrounds and neighbor-
hoods—was as toxic as funding inequities and the belief that  
rigor couldn’t exist without equity.  
 There were virtually no private schools in Finland. 
With more diversity, test data became more valuable, not just 
to track a school’s effectiveness, but to assuage parental anxie-
ties. According to PISA data, private schools did not add 
much value. In Korea, students signed up for specific teachers, 
not just hagwons. The Korean private market had unbundled 
education down to the one in-school variable that matters 
most: the teacher. Teachers were free agents with no need to 
be certified. They didn’t have benefits or even a guaranteed 
base salary; their pay was determined by how many students 
signed up for their classes, by their students’ test-score 
growth, and by the results of satisfaction surveys given to stu-
dents and parents. Without hagwons, Korea would nosedive 
on PISA. Most Korean teenagers preferred their hagwon in-
structors to their normal teachers. Hagwon teachers treated 
students more like customers. Korea’s minister of education 
believed that Finland was a much better model for the world. 
The rewards for an education had gotten too great and too rare 
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in Korea, based on metrics that were too rigid, with the worst 
choke points in the workplaces and universities of adults.  
Poland and Shanghai seem like what it might have been like 
here in the 1800s. People are busy. Countries like Finland had 
tapped into the ultimate natural resource. If you want the 
American dream, go to Finland. 
 In the US we had the schools we wanted. Parents did 
not tend to show up at schools demanding that their kids be 
assigned more challenging reading or math, They showed up 
to complain about bad grades and they came in droves with 
video cameras and lawn chairs to watch their children play 
sports. Wealth had made rigor optional in America. But in a 
global economy, kids needed to be driven; they need to know 
how to adapt, since they would be doing it all their lives. They 
need a culture of rigor. While Americans had interactive white 
boards, high-tech projectors and iPads, there was little evi-
dence that these paid off for anyone other than the technology 
vendors. To give our kids the kind of education they deserved, 
we had to first agree that rigor mattered most of all; that 
school existed to help kids learn to think, to work hard, and, 
yes, to fail.  Their backpacks (that they take home) are their 
lifejackets. American parents tend to be more involved in 
school than parents in the education superpowers, but not in 
ways that lead to learning. Parents who view themselves as 
educational coaches tend to read to their children every day 
when they are small; when they get older, they talk with them 
about their days and the news around the world. Teach them 
good habits and give them autonomy. 
 To look for a good school, watch for signs that all the 
kids are paying attention, interested in what they are doing, 
and working hard. In the best school, boredom was the excep-
tion rather than the norm. Students are the most candid and 
helpful sources in any school. Ask questions of them like, 
“What are you doing right now? Why?” To buy into school, 
kids need to be reminded of the purpose all day, every day. “If 
you don’t understand something, what do you do?” In most of 
the highest-performing systems, technology is remarkably 
absent from classrooms. When searching for a school, the 
leader matters more than any other factor. The principal acts 
as the filter instead of the education college or the teacher cer-
tification system, which is not robust in most places. Ask of 
the principal, “How do you measure your success? How do 
you make sure the work is rigorous enough?”   
 
 [Everything depends on what teachers, parents, and 
students did, not how much money is spent. PISA scores are a 
better predictor of who will go to college than report cards. It 
was measuring aspiration. Finland built a system on trust in 
which kids achieved higher-order thinking without excessive 
competition or parental meddling; Without its education ob-

session, Korea could not have become the economic power-
house that it is. Korea’s sky-high PISA scores are mostly a 
function of students’ tireless efforts. The education superpow-
er countries found that performance was mostly a product of 
hard work. This attitude meant that all kids tried harder and 
that was more valuable to a country than gold or oil. The real 
innovation in Korea was their shadow education system—the 
after school tutoring complex . After WW2 the Finns were 
desperate to modernize and their leaders agreed that education 
was the only thing that could save their country from being 
left behind. They selected highly educated teachers and trained 
them rigorously. Accountability mandates became unneces-
sary and  a burden, Most Korean parents saw themselves as 
coaches. To work, praise must be specific, authentic, and rare. 
Student autonomy was a symptom of rigor. Thoroughness (in 
answering all the questions on a test) is more predictive of 
countries’ scores than socioeconomic status, class size or any 
other factor studied. Many countries are delaying tracking to 
later grades. When they do so, all kids tend to do better. Au-
tonomy mattered as much to teachers as cash. Private schools 
did not add much value. The in-school variable that matters 
most is the teacher. The principal acts as the filter instead of 
the education college or the teacher certification system.] 
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